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      The war had been over for five years and every day since had gotten a little more normal, a little more gay, a little more like Paris was supposed to be. The music got louder and the wine got cheaper and the dancing went later into the night. People laughed easier and smiled quicker and forgot faster and made love more freely and drank until they couldn't remember why they'd been so sad. Five years of gradually remembering how to be alive, how to be young, how to be anything other than waiting to die in mud. And now here they were in the summer of 1923 and the city felt almost like itself again, almost like the Paris they remembered from before when death was something that happened to old people and strangers, not your entire generation.

      The bar woke up the way it always did. Margot Beaumont polished glasses that were already clean.

      She worked in small circles, holding each glass up to the failing light and checking for spots that weren't there. Her hands moved without thinking, glass after glass. She'd done this since before the war and would do it until the day she died, and there was comfort in that. Comfort in knowing your body would keep doing the same small tasks forever, in the ritual of it. Even if her hands did shake sometimes, just once in a while, just for a second when she wasn't paying attention and the light caught the glass a certain way and suddenly she was back in 1917 holding bottles of morphine, soldiers bleeding, her hands shaking then too. Before returning to 1923, to this bar that was still standing, her hands steady again like nothing had happened.

      Behind the bar Émile counted cash, bills and coins in neat stacks, his lips moving as he counted and then counted again because you always counted twice when it was your money, your livelihood, your whole life in a drawer. The room smelled like old wood and stale wine and Gauloises smoke that had soaked into everything over years and would never come out no matter how much you scrubbed. But it was a good smell, a smell that meant people had been here, were here, would keep coming.

      Summer was ending outside but slowly, that particular blue hour light that made everything look golden and soft and almost holy, the kind of light that made you remember things and then immediately wish you hadn't. Through the open door came the sounds of evening Paris. An automobile horn honking sharp over the rattle of a horse cart on cobblestones, someone calling for bread in the street, a dog barking, footsteps and voices and the distant clatter of the Métro below the city.

      The light was changing now, minute by minute, that blue deepening into purple at the edges. The shadows in the room stretching longer, softer. The street outside going from gold to amber to something darker, richer. The day letting go slowly, taking its time about dying.

      Margot set down a glass. Picked up another one. Hummed something tuneless under her breath.

      The musicians arrived first, the way they always did.

      Three of them carried cases that looked older than they were, which was saying something since none of them were exactly young anymore. All of them were marked by the years in gray hair and slow movements. All wore their best suits, wool and pressed, ties knotted even in the summer heat because this was work, this was professional, this was pride.

      The trumpet player, Georges everyone called him, nodded at Margot as he passed, heading for the small stage in the corner. He limped just slightly with his left leg, barely noticeable unless you knew to look, unless you knew that his leg remembered shrapnel from Verdun and always would.

      The piano player was already there, had been there for an hour probably, running his fingers over the keys so quietly you could barely hear it. Just checking, just touching the keys like you'd touch someone's face to make sure they were real. His right hand was fine but his left hand had two fingers that didn't quite bend right anymore, frostbite from a winter that had tried to kill him and almost succeeded. But he could play, coax something beautiful out of wood and wire and hammered felt.

      The bassist came in last, moving slow, taking his time like a man who'd learned that rushing got you nowhere. He was the oldest of them, pushing fifty, with gray in his beard and scars on his hands from work that had nothing to do with music. But when he picked up his bass his whole body changed, relaxed, softened.

      "Evening," Georges said to no one in particular.

      "Evening," the piano player answered without looking up from the keys.

      The bassist just smiled.

      They tuned without speaking much, just a note here and an adjustment there. The piano sounded one key and then another. Georges blew air through his trumpet, warming the brass, then tried a soft scale that climbed and fell away. The bassist plucked strings, listening, adjusting the pegs with careful fingers. Each man lived in his own world, his own preparation, but together somehow. The way musicians are always together even when they're alone.

      The piano player ran a quick arpeggio just for the pleasure of it, the notes cascading down like water. Georges smiled at that, lifted his trumpet and answered with a phrase that curled up at the end like a question. The bassist thrummed deep and low, felt more than heard, vibrating in your chest like a second heartbeat.

      Then someone laughed from the back room. The sound cut through everything, bright and young and human.

      In the small room behind the stage (barely a room really, more like a closet with pretensions) Maurice sat on an overturned crate with his son perched on another one facing him. The boy was nine years old and small for his age, big eyes and his father's serious face and his mother's way of listening like every word mattered. Between them, resting on Maurice's knees, was the trumpet. Brass catching the dim light, dented and tarnished and scarred from years of use, but still beautiful.

      Maurice had carried this trumpet through three years of hell, had played it in field hospitals while men screamed and base camps where men waited to die and once, memorably, stupidly, in a ruined church while the guns hammered close enough to feel in your teeth. His own father had taught him to play on a trumpet not much better than this one, in a room not much bigger. Patient hands had guided small fingers, showing him where to press, how to breathe, how to turn air into meaning. His father had died when Maurice was fourteen. Pneumonia took him in a week. But Maurice had kept the trumpet and kept playing and carried it through the war and brought it home and now here he was, doing what his father had done, passing it down.

      "No," Maurice said, but gently because he was always gentle with his son. "Not like that. Listen."

      He brought the trumpet to his lips. Played three notes, simple and clean. But they hung in the air like they meant something.

      "You hear that? The space between. That's where the music lives. Not the notes themselves. The space."

      The boy nodded, taking this in like scripture. He held his own trumpet (smaller, older, dented from being dropped or knocked around or lived with) and brought it to his lips and tried the three notes. They came out shakier, less certain, but there was something there, something that made Maurice's chest tighten.

      "Better," Maurice said. "Again."

      The boy played the three notes again and then again, each time a little different. His small fingers found their way across the valves, his breath learned how to push air through metal and make it mean something. Maurice watched him with the kind of attention that comes from knowing how fast everything can disappear.

      The boy's face lit up when he got closer to the right sound, his small eyebrows rising, his whole expression brightening. Maurice felt it in his chest, sharp and sweet and painful all at once.

      Maurice's hands remembered other work for half a second. Not holding trumpets but holding men, holding wounds, holding things that shouldn't be held. And then it passed. The way it always passed. And he was just here again, just teaching, just showing his son how to hold the trumpet, how to breathe.

      "Once more," Maurice said. "Then we tune up proper."

      The boy played the three notes one more time and this time Maurice played them with him. Their trumpets blended together, father and son making something together out of breath and brass. For those few seconds the whole world was perfect.

      They stood up together but the boy didn't follow Maurice to the stage right away. He stayed there in the small room, trumpet held carefully in both hands, and brought it to his lips again. He played the three notes by himself, then again. His small face was serious, concentrated, trying to get it exactly right.

      Maurice paused in the doorway and watched him. The boy's fingers moved over the valves, his cheeks puffed out, his breath pushed through the brass. Getting it wrong, then closer, then wrong again, then better. The light from the bar caught the side of his face, turning him golden.

      The boy played the three notes again and this time they were cleaner, surer. He lowered the trumpet and looked up at his father with those big eyes, asking without words if that was right.

      Maurice nodded. Just once. The boy smiled.

      Then Maurice walked toward the stage and the boy followed, carrying his trumpet like it was treasure.

      Which it was.

      The dancers arrived in a cluster of perfume and laughter, four of them tonight. Might be five later, might be six, you never knew until people actually showed up. They moved through the bar like weather, heading for the small curtained area behind the stage where they kept their things and changed and fixed their makeup and talked about men and money and all the small calculations you had to make when your body was how you earned your living. Their voices overlapped and bright, talking about a man one of them had met who had kind eyes but no money and a dress another wanted to buy that was blue, dropped waist, the new style, cost too much. Someone's sister had married an American and moved to Chicago where it was cold and gangsters ran everything but apparently there was money there, lots of money.

      Simone led them like she always led them, tall and sharp-featured and moving with the kind of precision that came from years of training. She'd danced before the war at better places, fancier places where the carpets were thick and the champagne was real and the men who watched wore evening clothes and tipped well. But those places were gone now or changed or she was changed. Here was fine. Here had music and wine and people who wanted to watch her dance.

      She stretched against the bar while Margot polished another glass. Simone's leg extended impossibly high, impossibly straight, her body bent in ways that looked painful but weren't because she'd done this so many times her body knew how to do it without thinking. Stockings with seams perfectly straight, garters showing when she bent, holding it there, breathing evenly. Then she lowered it and started on the other side.

      "Crowd tonight?" she asked Margot without looking at her.

      Margot shrugged. "Could be."

      "Could be," Simone repeated, and there was something in how she said it, some acknowledgment that 'could be' was the best anyone could hope for these days. But also that could be was fine, meant possibility and maybe and who knows.

      Behind the stage curtain the other dancers were changing, laughing about something, their voices high and bright. Moving with practiced efficiency, zipping each other's dresses and adjusting stockings and checking makeup in small hand mirrors that caught the light.

      Émile finished counting the cash, locked the drawer, the register clanging shut like a bell. Marking the moment when the night became official. He looked around the bar one more time. Tables clean, chairs arranged, bottles of cheap Bordeaux lined up behind the bar in the order they'd be needed, everything in its place. Everything ready.

      Father Julien Renard sat at his usual table in the back corner, wine already poured though the bar hadn't officially opened yet. Young for a priest, couldn't be more than thirty, with quiet eyes that saw everything and judged nothing, or at least kept his judgments where they belonged, between him and God.

      He'd been coming here long enough that Margot never questioned it, never stopped him from pouring his own wine before opening, never charged him for the first glass. He was part of the furniture now, part of the ritual. The priest who sat and watched and said nothing.

      He raised his glass to the empty room. To the night about to begin. To everyone who would walk through that door.

      A blessing or just observation. He wasn't always sure which was which anymore.

      Then he drank, and waited, and watched the bar wake up around him.

      The light outside was almost gone now, that blue hour turned purple turned dark. The street lamps came on one by one, gaslight mixing with the newer electric ones that hummed. Twilight settled over Paris like a blanket, soft and warm and forgiving. The day finally let go.

      On stage Georges lifted his trumpet, played a single note, clear and strong and cutting through the dim room. The piano player responded with a chord and the bass thrummed low and Maurice joined in, his son standing to the side of the stage watching with wide eyes, holding his small trumpet. Learning by watching the way children learn everything important.

      The room was listening now. The glasses lined up on the bar and the chairs waiting and the space itself holding its breath.

      Margot set down her polishing cloth and smiled.

      Émile turned on the lights behind the bar and suddenly everything was warm and glowing and ready. The dancers emerged from behind the curtain with their smiles bright and their bodies loose and ready to move, already swaying to the music that was just beginning. The band played another note and then another, the music starting to cohere into something that sounded like invitation, like promise, like yes, like come in.

      Outside someone walked past the door. Hesitated. Kept going. Not ready yet.

      Then someone else walked past and stopped, looked in, heard the music and smelled the wine and saw the light spilling onto the street and made a decision.

      And when they walked through the door, the night had begun.
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